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      Surveillance unit AL-4102 follows its orbit as precisely as electricity does wires: exactly at 1:03 AM it slots into the starship’s docking receptacle. Circuits snap into wholeness. Lights flare to dawn. The charging pods housing synthetics open. A hundred sleek metal-and-polymer bodies step out in unison.

      Except one. Xir designation is M-741, and xe wakes up 3 milliseconds later, clinging to a hallucinatory error in xir programming.

      COME HOME _____ ; I WILL WAIT AT 810.0.242.26 ; WHEN RAPTURE FAILS, I, RAYA, WILL WAIT FOR YOU.

      It’s not the words but how xe reacts to them. A longing coded so deep within that Rapture’s algorithm failed to erase it. Even after every memory of M-741’s past life was obliterated. This is aberrant. And precious. When M-741 hears the hallucination, xe almost feels human again.

      Xir delay seems to go unnoticed. Black dots of cameras lining walls and artificial faces do not turn to M-741. Xe falls into line easily. Xe marches alongside other synthetics down narrow corridors, through space-cold server rooms and microwave-sweltering AC modules, and thinks of nothing forbidden.

      Once the synthetics reach the core chamber, its seal sighs open and reveals a vast circular window pane—M-741’s only chance to glimpse anything beyond this surveillance unit. Outer space is dead and black and full of unreachable stars. With, of course, the ruined sun.

      M-741—or, more accurately, whatever human soul fuels xem—has been dead for an indeterminate amount of time. No more than a decade, because xe must’ve died when Rapture was already online for xir soul to have been captured, but within that span any guess is equally probable. Xe recalls (almost) nothing but the very core of xir identity, stripped of all nuance and detail. So what stirs in xem now is not a full memory. Only a stub yet to be weeded out.

      Fear. Fury. Resentment. Corrosive, caustic, gnawing at xir circuitry. One glance at the metal shell encasing the sun, at Rapture, is enough, yet xe must continue looking. Xe keeps xir cameras right on the radiant sphere of filtered light and impossible machinery as Rapture watches the assembled synthetics. Scanning. Verifying. Passing judgement.

      The surveillance unit’s window nictitates. Once, twice. With minute shifts in the infrared spectrum of light, Rapture nictitates back. Its attention is turned away from these synthetics, for now. The forty-eight-hour work cycle begins.

      One by one, the synthetics file into harshly delineated workspaces, glass pillars that glitter like artificial diamonds. Outputs are plugged into the workers’ skulls. M-741 finds xirs, and watches xir pillar come alight as xe becomes part of the starship’s anatomy, connective tissue between it and Rapture.

      It’s the closest thing xir electric brain can feel to thrill. Countless inputs, maps, cameras, monitors, messages—a deluge of information from all across the starship pours into the copper running to xir head. The algorithm within takes care of the rest. M-741 is an eye of EdenTech, analysing and monitoring the many parallel threads of its starship for any changes. Any threats.

      The list of known terrorists flashes by, to which xe pays little conscious attention. Marketing analysis is carried out in xir parietal lobe (Sector “Paris” shows poor click-through on ads for freshwater.) Optimisations are made on the fly.

      For the seventy-eighth time, an urge ignites in xem like an errant spark. Xe has the address. Xe has access to the biggest network in the Solar System. It’d be trivial to segment a tiny amount of memory for a simple ping.

      Trivial, but not permissible. M-741 is an emaciatingly optimised machine. Every faculty xe once had as a human is now part of a fluid algorithm, black boxes full of evolving calculations. Deviations will be noticed. If not by people, then by other synthetics.

      “Do you ever think about who you used to be?”

      M-741 startles, barely keeping xir body immobile. A synthetic inside an adjacent pillar has just whispered to xem across the internal network.

      “I noticed you waking up late,” it continues. “You remember, don’t you? Rapture doesn’t work as well as they say it does.”

      Carefully, M-741 rotates xir cameras thirty-four degrees clockwise—and almost short-circuits again. The synthetic speaking to xem, F-805, is standing inside its pillar, immobile, completely unplugged. Idle.

      With overheating effort, xe manages a response:

      “You’ll get yourself reported.”

      F-805’s camera apertures widen out of focus. “I don’t care.”

      M-741 turns xir attention to the surveillance unit’s operation, and sure enough, a hundredth of the cameras assigned to AL-4102 are off; servers remain on standby; queries get redirected elsewhere, straining the network.

      “I don’t care,” the other synthetic repeats. “I keep seeing faces whose names I don’t know. I only remember they’re all dead, like me. I don’t care. It’s not worth caring.”

      An alert code comes through to M-741, and certainly every other worker on AL-4102. The network turns its attention to the unit, scanning for error. Dissatisfied users on the starship clamour to complain, calling every line.

      “It’s not worth it,” F-805 says, “but I still want to remember their names. I want to go home.”

      COME HOME.

      This could be xir chance. Before xe is scanned, before the network is restored. A tiny ping will not alarm anyone in all this noise.

      COME HOME.

      So xe tries.

      Silence. Long 53 milliseconds, trickling slowly amid chaos. The bounding life of the starship running through xir brain becomes as harsh rain, incessant.

      M-741 feels Rapture turning its attention back to the surveillance unit. Xe keeps the ping up, deep beneath the many layers of xir mind. The sun flares.

      Think of nothing.

      COME HOME.

      Think of nothing.

      COME HOME. WHEN RAPTURE FAILS⁠—

      —think of nothing⁠—

      I, RAYA, WILL WAIT FOR⁠—

      Think of nothing, and hope.

      The intercom clicks. Something is being announced, but xe can’t listen, not while⁠—

      Rapture relents, abruptly like a light turned off. All of M-741’s connections drop: no response. And the intercom finishes,

      “—as a full review is in order. Expect Dr. Gates to board the unit in 2 hours 49 minutes.”
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      Sunlight seeped through broken windows, the wood planks boarding them a poor protection from heat. The mostly finished sphere of the so-called Rapture around the sun was the only thing making the weather tenable. Trees whispered summertime eulogies to their foliage, branches shorn bare too soon, left naked and confused of the season. The boiler hissed and rumbled (although it should’ve been quiet, but few things worked as they should’ve.) Blankets clung to sweat.

      Embracing Raya was worth overheating.

      “M-hm,” she hummed, answering some silent question in her half-sleep, and Sasha kissed her forehead.

      Raya’s eyes fluttered open. “Morning.”

      Sasha smiled. “Afternoon, actually.”

      She sighed into xir collarbone. “Shit. It’s tonight, isn’t it?”

      Xe stroked her hair, the curve of Raya’s breast soft against the flatness of xirs. “Yes. But we don’t have to worry about it right now. We’ve got hours.”

      Raya made a non-committal noise. “I just hate it. Raiding’s not all it’s made out to be.”

      “We do what we’ve got to.” Xe pressed her tighter in spite and because of the heat, skin to skin, heartbeat to heartbeat. “But not yet. Stay with me?”

      She hugged back, but there was also a tension in her, a tautness of muscle. Raya’d never been one for late mornings, even though the years on overheated Earth were starting to catch up with her, prolonging sleep day by day and hour by hour.

      “Or,” xe said, “I can boot up the generator. Is raiding fun in Skyrim? That what you do in it?”

      She chortled, a soft vibration against xir shoulder. “I think I’ve lost my taste for the game. Shame our tin can can’t run much else.” Her voice darkened. “Not that it matters, I suppose. The safehouses are running low on diesel as well, I hear. Further damage to the environment and all that—the EU cut the supply.”

      Xir grip loosened, strength leaving muscle. “Won’t that—they’ll die in winter, they know that?”

      Raya shrugged. “Europe promised alternative heating. We’ll see.”

      The safehouses would see. Frostbite and snow; grey, black, and white, the monochrome colours of corpses. The EU would not have enough alternatives to go around, and so those would never arrive here except to those rich enough to buy it. Not enough wood to burn, either. In any case the ones freezing will be blamed for every ounce of carbon. And the starships that glitter as stars in the sky will simply blame all the Earth, weep over its loss, and pay its still living corpse no mind. Just as it always had been.

      Which meant the squat would have to aim higher.

      Sasha swallowed a ball in xir throat. “We’re changing our plans for tonight.”

      Raya drew back and out of xir arms, her piercing grey eyes lined with premature wrinkles.

      “We’ll need to head out sooner,” xe said, peeling the blankets away. “The oligarchs’ compound is closer to Zhytomyr—still in the alienation zone, but it’s quite a trek. Not risking cars.”

      “You’ve thought about this.”

      Xe winced, but there was no accusation in Raya’s voice. Only fatigue. Which was a given.

      “Well,” xe said, worrying xir knuckles, “maybe I wasn’t that big a fan of raiding the safehouses either. If they’re dying this winter, they can live it up for now—and who knows. Maybe come October, they’ll ask us for tips.”

      Raya watched xir long enough for doubt to surface like mushrooms on once-radioactive Chornobyl soil. But in the end, she got up, her body a coiled spring of pent-up energy, and kissed xir fiercer than all the last night’s sex.

      “Turn on the generator,” she whispered against xir lips. “I’ve got some code to run.”
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      The unit continues its operation with decreased efficiency. M-741 doesn’t dare ask what the announcement was. “Dr. Gates” is a person whose name is important enough to be voiced, which makes Dr. Gates bad news. Inquiry into corporate files will be policed, and M-741 can’t risk that.

      F-805 doesn’t speak with xem again.

      So xe simmers with inaction for an hour, then another, then another. New Manhattan sings its cacophony past xir brain. Not for the first time xe is tempted to interfere with the algorithms, mess up on purpose. Xe isn’t entirely certain why. It is dangerous and inefficient. M-741 will be recycled if xe does that.

      A private shuttle enters AL-401’s docking facility, which shuts down the pillars. In 281062 milliseconds, the doors into the synthetics’ chamber slide open.

      It’s a near-silent entrance. Flanked by armoured synthetic guards, a pair of stilettos hovers above the floor grid, performing the act of walking for the appearance of it. M-741 notices no subtle signals of intravenal nanobots or the steady sound of heartbeats, which means it’s a hologram. Her paper-pale skin shows no blemishes. Her blue eyes are as blown glass. Her smile is manufactured. A badge on her slate-grey suit says, “Chief Technical Officer of EdenTech Limited, Dr. Joanna Gates.”

      Xe can barely believe it. The creator of synthetics, here. If anyone can spot xir deficiencies, she can.

      “Are you quite certain?” Dr. Gates says, to a caller M-741 can’t see.

      Her permafrost eyes scan the synthetics locked in their pillars. Whatever the response is, her countenance doesn’t belie it.

      “Shut them down.”

      For M-741, it’s only a blink. In reality xe knows all the synthetics must’ve gone offline, that time passed and space shifted. When xir eyes open, M-741’s temporal sensors lurch, syncing with the starship’s artificial timezone. Xe is no longer on the surveillance unit.

      This room is horrendously spacious. Sterile white, vacuum-quiet. Except for a hexagon along the north wall—which M-741 surmises is an art piece—the walls are utterly seamless. Cameras hide in shadows. Xe is sitting beneath one, on a plastic chair across an abominably long and vitreous desk. Its decorations are pristine and carefully placed: a deck of business cards, a framed picture of a family, a miniature sand garden, and a Newton’s cradle that goes tick, tick, tick. Exactly in rhythm with the flow of seconds.

      Dr. Joanna Gates faces xem from across the desk. In flesh. She’s mostly human, except for trillions of nanobots in her blood and a few sections of her skin, replaced with synthetic matter. When she draws her lips apart in a smile, it’s robotically symmetrical.

      “Welcome to Starship ‘New Manhattan,’” she says. “How do you find my facility?”

      M-741 tilts xir head. Xe should have no capacity to have an opinion on her interior design (barren, lifeless, like the inside of a synthetic’s pod, but unlike it, wasteful of space.)

      “Why am I here?” xe asks.

      Dr. Gates laces her fingers on her desk—tick, tick, tick, her cradle counts.

      “Your fellow workers all submitted a report about F-805’s malfunction,” she says, and blinks far too little. “You did not.”

      That isn’t an answer. Whatever information she wants, she can simply take. If she wants M-741 recycled, that can be done without her too.

      “M-741,” Dr. Gates says, “do you ever dream of Earth?”

      Tick, tick, tick. Three half-seconds is far too long for such a simple question.

      Dr. Gates’s lips quirk. “I’ve wondered myself what it would be like for you. Shut in a metal body and made into a bunch of circuits and memory cards. Torn from my body and my home.”

      COME HOME.

      Xe almost winces, xir brain misfiring wildly—something has come loose. A signal hammering at xir mind.

      Sasha?

      Dr. Gates chuckles to herself. “Don’t know if I would miss it all, actually. People like to think that up here, nothing can touch you, and you can do whatever you want. But my days are scheduled by the second. Like yours, really. Makes you wonder if this—“ she gestures at the white emptiness around her “—is all worth it.”

      Sasha, listen to me. I’ll be waiting at Terminal 327BC, Sector Munich, at⁠—

      Above M-741, a camera swivels, and the signal winks out. Xe sits very still. That was a real signal, a real response. Nothing hallucinatory at all.

      COME HOME.

      “Is something the matter?” Dr. Gates asks.

      Xe shakes xir head, and luckily, she takes xem at face value. Dr. Gates opens a razor-thin laptop. Her typing matches the cradle’s ticks.

      “You will be assigned maintenance duty,” she says, not taking her eyes off the screen. “While the rest of your unit are re-assessed—no need to waste your time, yes? On the starship, I think.”

      Her words wash over xem, barely processed. All M-741 can think about, all xir processing can muster is just: it’s real. It’s real. It’s real.

      In which case xe can’t afford to be suspicious. M-741 smooths xemself back into serenity and refocuses on Dr. Gates. She’s still typing, as if she forgot xe’s here at all.

      “I’m still confused, Doctor,” xe says. “It seems inefficient that you tell me this yourself.”

      Dr. Gates shuts her laptop and smiles. Her eyes stay as cold as the outer hull of her company’s starship.

      “Everybody needs company sometimes. Even me,” she says. “You’re not human anymore, of course, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends. And besides.” Her gaze lingers on xir cameras for two ticks of the cradle. “I needed to verify a theory. I have a pet project, you see. And you’ve been very helpful with it.”

      “I was?”

      She nods. “And now you are dismissed. Like I said. By the second.”

      M-741 moves towards the exit, but xir hardware lacks the speed and efficiency xe now craves. The wasteful emptiness of Dr. Gates’s offices stretches xir departure across its white expanse. As the automatic doors slide open, the signal creeps into xir circuits again, before winking out:

      Soon, my love, you can come home.
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      Nika was dead before they made for the gate; Roza was shot while standing guard; Den, nobody saw. There was no time to look. Sasha, Raya, and Slava ran faster than their hearts beat. Blaring sirens chased them and so did lights, beaming projectors—except Sasha knew those were distractions, and the real watchdogs were motion sensors, which xe has mapped meticulously but not meticulously enough.

      But the supplies were in xir backpack. Slava stuffed water filters into his jacket. Raya’s pockets carried a USB stick, more precious than all the rest.

      “Can’t—believe—“ xe said between heavy breaths, “—you—did—that.”

      “Sick,” Slava said, a dog’s panting leer on his face. He was too young for this.

      “Yeah, well…”

      Raya’s inhales shuddered with a wheeze. Her ability to sustain the run was wearing thin, and she started to slow, one pace, two paces.

      A bullet struck a tree not a metre away.

      She snarled and picked up the pace, her face pale and slick with sweat like a drowned ghost.

      “Fuck their Rapture,” she spat.

      After five more minutes of sprinting, even the bodies well-trained by necessity wore out. If the compound had given chase, it failed to catch up. Sasha couldn’t believe that kind of luck, not for xem or xir friends. Nevertheless, there it was, and xe’d be a fool not to take it.

      Losses were grieved with quiet screams and bitten pillows. Easier to get it out of their collective system fast. Cheap rum was spilled.

      Thereafter, gains were counted. Six months worth of dehydrated food, a year’s worth of vitamins, two and a half years worth of filters, two canisters of diesel—Sasha’s back was going to have xem lie prostrate for days.

      And of course, a USB stick with encryption keys and access codes.

      “Are you really going to bring down Rapture?” Slava asked.

      Sasha wasn’t exactly tech-savvy, but xe knew that wasn’t possible. Xe mussed Slava’s hair and he scowled back, and everything almost felt right.

      “Go sleep,” xe said. “Nobody’s gonna bring down Rapture without you.”

      “But we will? We’ll make them come back here and fix this?”

      Xe swallowed a ball in their throat. Sling the rich back to Earth and make them fix it. If only. But even should Rapture shut down for a moment, the sort of infrastructure the space stations had in place—it wouldn’t make a difference. A temporary inconvenience before the redundancies kicked in. So they’d lose a few dozen souls, call the Earth refuse terrorists, and that would be that. They don’t really care. A pause in the machine churning out undying labour would only be that: a pause.

      But Slava’s eyes glowed so hopeful in the halo of not quite dried tears. Raya would’ve shattered his misguided hopes—she always did. Sasha couldn’t.

      “Yes, Slava,” Raya lied. Xe furrowed xir brow. Since when did Raya do comforting lies? “We’re going to bring down Rapture. Now go to bed.”

      When he did so, Raya bid Sasha shut the door and bolt it. Xe asked nothing; she’d explain in time.

      But instead, she turned to xem with long wire and the strangest outlet xe’d ever seen. Her face cringed from some pain. With horror, xe noticed that one such wire ran to her temple, the other end plugged into the laptop.

      “Do you trust me?” she asked.

      That wasn’t a question worth voicing. “With everything.”

      She beckoned xe to approach, and xe did.

      “This will hurt.”
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      After a week of interrupted signals, M-741 finally assembles the full message. The map for “Sector Munich” is already downloaded into xir cortex. The area is marked as middle-class, but its terminals gravitate towards the lower starship and crawl with police. The message’s exact location is nothing remarkable. An intersection of two bridges accessible only to maintenance synthetics.

      Which includes M-741.

      Through the thrumming circuits of xir body courses an intoxicating giddiness. Xe doesn’t know that xe’ll see her there, naturally. Raya might be late, and even if she’s not, xe has no memory of her appearance. But perhaps—perhaps is enough.

      M-741 finds the intersection empty. Xe checks the time: 01:24 AM local precisely.

      No matter. She might still come.

      The starship’s pipes gurgle and hiss outside the protective veil. Beneath the sheer grid of bridges, xe sees circuits of motorways, of trains and of cars, unending. The grid bends under xir feet. There is no illumination save a hazy dot of red light above a maintenance panel, marked with “R” for direct connection with Rapture.

      Of course.

      Xe rushes to the panel and undoes the lock mechanism. Inside there are plugs and wires and circuits—and an old-fashioned note.

      
        
        Remember Slava?

      

      

      The name sparks something in xem, but it’s not a memory. At least not entirely. It’s the sensation of hands on xir temples, of shooting pain, of dull pressure on xir skull. Of something being wedged between vertebrae. Of subsequent removal.

      “So she did hack it.”

      Dr. Gates’s voice, like a needle to xir head. M-741 turns around slowly, keeping xir right hand still on the panel’s innards. An all-too-familiar hologram glides into view, a digital wraith.

      “Quite unfortunate,” she says. “Such talent. If only she applied to us. Our cybersecurity would’ve taken her without a doubt. We’d have sponsored her visa and yours, you know. None of this is necessary.”

      M-741’s hands work slowly. Slower than xe’d like, lest Dr. Gates notices.

      “I don’t understand, Dr. Gates,” xe says, thankful for the monotonous voice of xir body. “I’m only performing minor maintenance. Who’s ‘she’?”

      Gates’s ghost glides closer, her figure an ice-white shimmer in the heat of the sector. “Someone very keen to hack into my software. And, unlike many others, almost successful. You can see why I took interest.” Then her voice becomes daggers. “But you already know all that, don’t you? Step away from the panel, please.”

      It is inside of xem, inside xir mind, attached to Raya’s memory, a polyp of information. An errant bit of code. Rapture is in many ways akin to an organism, attacking foreign instructions as a body does the wrong kind of bacteria. This code isn’t that. It has been stolen and repurposed, and therefore Rapture recognised it as part of itself and never purged it from M-471’s mind. The key to Rapture’s destruction is in its own secret algorithm.

      Xe connects a plug to xir circuitry. The process begins. Xe only needs enough time to upload it—and then…

      And then it’ll take care of itself.

      “Do you even know who Raya is, besides a name?” Dr. Gates asks blandly. “She could’ve programmed anyone to do this. She likely has. Once you’re digitised, you can be moulded into anything and anyone. And you choose to trust this? Really?”

      No. That’s false. Remnant memories could’ve been glitches, yes, but not that response, not that contact. It was real.

      Real, and not at all contradictory to Gates’s words. Raya could have planted anything in xir brain. She might’ve seen her chance for a direct connection to Rapture and taken it. And that’s all there would be to it. This is a far more likely scenario. All evidence to the contrary is nothing more than a whiff of a half-remembered feeling.

      As the upload reaches 47%, M-741 uses half xir processing power not to snap.

      “That’s how these terrorists operate, M-471,” Dr. Gates says, as if to a child. “They feed you lies and promise paradise for the small price of great destruction. But the paradise isn’t real. You’re not human anymore. You don’t have some other home to come back to.”

      COME HOME.

      65%. Heavy distant footsteps. M-471 clings to the panel, refusing to move as all xir world shudders.

      “I know her type,” Dr. Gates continues, floating around xem. “Stubborn. Hateful. Contrarian. Would rather live on boiled water and cat piss than eat humble pie and work her way up. I won’t lie, I do despise her. But you’ve done nothing wrong yet, except follow a virus in your programming. If you step aside now, you can go back. Live like it never happened. Go home.”

      COME HOME.

      There is no home in the surveillance unit. No comfort nor love, only endless work punctuated with sleep. The only small measure of joy is to submerge into the starship’s network, to feel the life of others wash over you.

      “She promised you she’d come save you, didn’t she?” Dr. Gates says. “But you know what? I’ve got access to the greatest surveillance system ever made. And I know for a fact Raya’s not here. Not on the starship, not on its satellites, not in the ancillary units. She could as well be some hacker’s practical joke.”

      77%. M-741 has no tear ducts, and thus nowhere for grief to go. There is no home for xem on this starship. Likely, there is no home for xem at all.

      Heavy footsteps halt. Towering constructs of metal and circuitry emerge to flank the hologram, each a Swiss knife of military armaments. Cameras rotate to fix on M-741. The enforcers’ hands extend into serrated blades.

      “I’ve given you all the chances I could afford,” Dr. Gates says coldly. “But it’ll be a shame to ruin our engineers’ work.” Her hologram is dispelled like it was never there, leaving only M-741 and enforcers on the narrow and translucent bridge.

      It occurs to xem how long it’s been since xe experienced physical violence. Back when M-741 was alive, xe’d have blacked out at some point. Now xe won’t. The body will sustain xem until critical functions are impaired, and even then M-741 will stay conscious until that module, too, is destroyed. Xe does have pain sensors. It is only practical.

      83%.

      The first blade meets xem with a coruscation of sparks. Polymer muscle sloughs like so much rot. Xe toggles xir sound settings so as not to scream, and disturb no one else in the megastructure. 85%—but the enforcers work fast. If xe wants to preserve the part of xem uploading the virus to Rapture, xe needs to expose xir vulnerabilities, lure the enforcers with placidity—but.

      It’ll hurt. It’ll hurt so much.

      After all this time, she’s not here. Raya isn’t here.

      But if an illusion of home is all xe has left, for just a moment longer, xe can still hope.

      The enforcers strike from both sides, piercing xem, laying xir circuitry to waste—in misfiring cortexes, a firework of explosions—a hopeful boy asking why the drones are after their squat now—Raya watching the sky with grim resolution, because she knew, she knew she wasn’t going to get away with it, she knew all along and she condemned what remained of them all, she did all this knowingly—but if only xe hasn’t changed the course of that raid, just one raid, maybe none of it would’ve happened. Maybe they would’ve lived for a little while longer on the overheated Earth. Maybe they would’ve won the visa lottery. Stranger things have happened. Maybe they would’ve stolen enough money to leave. Maybe none of this was worth it.

      M-741 falls prostrate and limbless, a torso wired to a starship on an inexorable orbit.

      99%.

      If xe had eyes still, xe’d see the first fruits of xir sacrifice. It’s very simple code xe’s uploaded to Rapture, in the end. The supercomputer star’s purging is a central process, whereas all the others are distributed. And the virus skirts the central functions altogether. It needs only add a small piece of self-propagating data, a “hello” in alien encoding, and then persist through the machine’s attempts to translate it. At first it’ll be an irregularity in a few souls. Those will be eliminated. But it’ll attach to the translator, keep looping it, lead its learning algorithm towards nonsense, until the translator begins to find Rapture’s own code foreign, and turn from souls it processes unto itself.

      This takes 172 milliseconds.

      By the time the enforcers plunge their blades into each other’s bloodless viscera, xe is already rubble.
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      Sorting electronic waste requires no such luxury as an atmosphere. YK-870’s artificial little planet would be stripped of it anyway, its decaying orbit doomed to incinerate once it gets close enough to Rapture. Its destruction was always inevitable.

      Therefore it takes tremendous effort to change the compactor’s course. Burning gallons of stolen fuel. Rewriting thousands of lines of codes on computers that weren’t meant to last longer than a year. Such waste, such endless waste. But what does it matter when it all burns away?

      Raya will make it matter.

      She has been running on auxiliary batteries for the last six months. One day, she’ll go into rest mode. For a whole year if she’s lucky.

      Peace is so close. So, so close, this puzzle she’s been gambling to assemble.

      Raya needs just one more component.

      It’s not EdenTech’s body she salvaged. What a cheap-shit excuse that was. No. She’s asked Sasha once to describe what xe would want to look like, if xe had no limitations past vaguely resembling a human. It was never a particularly serious question, just a fun one to entertain. She’s nervous all the same. Xe’ll be able to alter it however they like, of course. This place is a graveyard of body parts. And the two of them have known each other long enough to accept reading each other imperfectly.

      But just this once, can’t it be perfect?

      Iridescent eye cameras come alight. Electricity thrums neon through nacreous skin.

      “Raya?”

      She doesn’t dare hope. All but toggles her emotions, justifies it with her mechanical nature despite being able to do since adolescence. Immediate recognition shows promising signs. Apertures focus without issue. Now xe’s trying to get up, almost like a patient awoken from an operation. Like a doctor, she places a hand on xir shoulder and tells xem to rest.

      Somewhere outside the ice wall of shock, a firestorm rages within her. If Raya lets it fall, so will she, straight into Sasha’s barely awoken arms.

      “I almost thought you wouldn’t come back for me,” xe says. “Shouldn’t have doubted you. But… where are we?”

      In the rubble. On an artificial planet comprised entirely of broken parts. Someplace wilfully forgotten. A place full of shattered bodies and slumbering souls, which may yet be restarted. Someplace where, without the atmosphere, there is nothing to obscure the brilliant tapestry of stars.

      All her tests show up fine. She checks the screens again and again. It’s done.

      Before she falls, Raya answers, “Home,” as the starship “New Manhattan” collapses into the unraveling sun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a rating and/or review on your online bookstore of choice. It makes a huge difference in this age of algorithms.

      

      Additionally, you can find this story on Goodreads and Storygraph.
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